MountainNotes

Tertiary Education for Mountain Needs
In recent years, our knowledge about mountain areas has increased significantly, and many documents have underlined the need for further research. New research projects and initiatives and a new international journal- In 2004, the UHI began delivery of an MSc in Managing Sustainable Mountain Development (www.cms.uhi.ac.uk/msc.htm). This is a unique course for a number of reasons: it is delivered online and part-time, and has a focus on sustainable development in mountain areas. The online delivery is largely Internet-based, using a passwordprotected web site with, for each module, course materials and a discussion board that students use to complete weekly tasks-and discuss among themselves. For some modules, lectures and readings are provided on CDs. Students also have access to the UHI's extensive electronic library resources and to tutoring by e-mail.
The initial core modules address environmental and societal issues in mountain areas, sustainable development, developing communities, and policy analysis and frameworks. Students who complete these modules can leave the course with a postgraduate certificate. Those who continue take 4 modules from a choice of 10: some focus on skills (eg GIS, Strategic Environmental Assessment), others on developing a deeper understanding of topics such as biodiversity management, tourism, and water management. Students can leave after successful completion of 4 optional modules with a postgraduate diploma, or continue to a dissertation and the award of the MSc.
All students are part-time, taking 1 or 2 modules per semester. Over the first 3 years of delivery, the diversity of students-in terms of age, work experience, and interests-has been remarkable. They include people working in mountain areas as land managers and in rural development agencies, teachers, university lecturers, and retired people and others who are mainly taking the course for their own interest, rather than to gain an additional qualification to advance their career. The first person likely to graduate with an MSc exemplifies the need for such a flexible course, available to remote locations: she cultivates berries and mushrooms, has 2 small children, and lives on the Isle of Skye. At present, the course is only available to residents of the UK, but it is hoped that it will be possible to deliver it more widely following the current revalidation process. As Internet access grows in mountain regions around the world, this course may provide a model that can be adapted to the specific needs of people in other mountain regions.
